Nursing care of the patient with spinal cord compression.
Spinal cord compression (SCC) is a common oncologic emergency that can profoundly affect the remainder of the patient's life. SCC develops when pressure is exerted on the spinal cord by a tumor or by a collapsed vertebral body that has been replaced by cancer. When the condition is diagnosed and treated early, the patient may maintain ambulatory status; however, when the diagnosis is made late and neurologic compromise has occurred already, there is minimal expectation that impaired functions will return. SCC is treated with dexamethasone and radiation therapy, and surgery occasionally is performed. Nursing care, an integral component in the management of this challenging condition, may be as simple as educating the at-risk patient about the signs and symptoms of SCC or as complex as meeting the many needs of the paraplegic patient. This article reviews the etiology and clinical presentation of SCC as well as assessment, treatment, and nursing care related to the condition.